The risk of hepatitis A from sewage contamination of a water supply.
The drinking water supply of a town became contaminated with sewage. The town's population was surveyed to determine the baseline prevalence of hepatitis A antibodies and to establish whether an associated outbreak of hepatitis A had occurred. Samples of saliva were obtained from 540 people in 200 randomly selected households, and tested for IgG and IgM antibodies to hepatitis A. Fifty-six per cent (279/495) were susceptible to hepatitis A and 43% (213/495) immune as a result of previous infection. Immunity was directly related to age; those who were immune were significantly older than those who were susceptible (mean ages: 43.5 years and 19.0 years; p < 0.0001). Six people were found to have had a recent infection with hepatitis A, but exposure to hepatitis A during the water pollution incident was possible in only one case. The results offer no evidence that this incident caused an outbreak of hepatitis A, but the study has provided useful epidemiological data on hepatitis A.